Background {#Sec1}
==========

A conceptual environmental problem associated with urbanization and industrialization in space and time is the increased heavy metal pollution (Nriagu [@CR34]). Originating from various anthropogenic and natural sources, metals are eventually released into aquatic or atmospheric systems, although the anthropogenic inputs in environments have increased dramatically since the Industrial Revolution (Nriagu [@CR33]; Thevenon et al. [@CR42]). Bangladesh being a developing country is experiencing rapid industrial developments and unplanned urban growth in recent years (Mia et al. [@CR32]), but pollutants produced by these activities are triggering environmental problems on an unprecedented scale, primarily due to arsenic and other heavy metal pollution (Tareq et al. [@CR41]; Bhuiyan et al. [@CR9]; Islam et al. [@CR23]; Sharifuzzaman et al. [@CR38]). For example, the aquatic ecosystems of Chittagong, which is a second largest city, main seaport and economic nerve-centre of the country, is under multiple stresses due to discharge of effluents from textile and cement industries, ship recycling, oil refineries, tanneries, paint manufacturing and dyeing plants, paper and rayon mills, naval and merchant ships, steel and engineering factories, fertilizer and other chemical industries as well as disposal of sewage and solid wastes directly into the adjacent Karnaphuli River (KR) and coastal waters of Bay of Bengal (Chowdhury et al. [@CR11]; Hossain and Khan [@CR19]; Ali et al. [@CR5]). The presence of toxic and hazardous substances in river, estuary and marine environments not only affects the ecosystem integrity (Rahman et al. [@CR35]) but also poses substantial threats to public health and welfare in Bangladesh (Alam et al. [@CR3]; Islam et al. [@CR22]).

Estuary, a special location, is formed at the mouths of rivers, in the narrow boundary zone between the sea and the land, and interactions between physical, chemical and biological processes within an estuary can have profound influences on the transport and fate of substances discharged from the river system (Dyer [@CR16]; Bianchi [@CR10]). Due to the special geographic and hydrodynamic characteristics, estuary serves as the main sink for most heavy metals discharged by river system (Dassenakis et al. [@CR13]; Ip et al. [@CR20]; Zhang et al. [@CR47]; Xia et al. [@CR44]; Delgado et al. [@CR14]; Xu et al. [@CR45]), and the estuarine sediment can provide short- or long-term record of the accumulation of trace metal inputs from riverine, atmospheric, and anthropogenic sources (Windom et al. [@CR43]; Alexander et al. [@CR4]; Ip et al. [@CR20]; Delgado et al. [@CR14]; Xu et al. [@CR45]). Moreover, the study of heavy metal contamination in estuarine sediment does not only indicate the environment health issue (Li et al. [@CR30]) but also reveals information on relevant human activities in the surrounding areas (Delgado et al. [@CR14]). Although a number of studies investigated the heavy metal contamination and seasonal variations in water and sediment compartments of Karnaphuli River (KR) and within the river catchment (Islam et al. [@CR21], [@CR24]; Dey et al. [@CR15]; Ali et al. [@CR5]), only few studies were carried out in the estuarine environment. Therefore, the objectives of this study are to survey the contamination with heavy metals and reveal their accumulation history in the sediment of KR estuary, and further discuss the results in relation to catastrophic events and human activities.

Methods {#Sec2}
=======

Study area {#Sec3}
----------

The Karnaphuli River is one of the major and most important rivers in Chittagong and the Chittagong hill tracts. The river originates from the Lushai Hills of Mizoram in India with a catchment area of approximately 11,000 km^2^ (Ahmed et al. [@CR1]), travels through 180 km of mountainous wilderness at Rangamati in Bangladesh and then flows through the port city of Chittagong about 170 km, and discharges into the Bay of Bengal (Fig. [1](#Fig1){ref-type="fig"}). People of Chittagong city are dependent on KR for drinking water and other house hold purposes. Geologically, the entire river catchment consists of a substratum of tertiary rocks covered with alluvial deposits, and the overlying deposits comprise successive layers of mud and sand (Rizbi [@CR37]). KR estuary, which is located between latitude 22°53′N and longitude 91°47′E near Patenga in Chittagong city, is one of the most important estuaries in Bangladesh. The estuary is characterized by semidiurnal tides with 2--4 m range and an average channel depth of 8--10 m in the external zone (Lara et al. [@CR28]). Because of profound influence of Indian monsoon, the environmental parameters in KR estuary fluctuate seasonally (Alam and Zafar [@CR2]).Fig. 1Location of the sediment sampling sites (*left*) in the study area (*right*)

Collection of sediment samples {#Sec4}
------------------------------

Five surface sediments, S1--S5 (upper 5 cm of the river-bed surface), and a short core (C1) were collected from KR estuary in September, 2014 (autumn) (Fig. [1](#Fig1){ref-type="fig"}). The surface sediment was collected by fisher-man diving near the river bank within 1--2 m water depth, and the short core was collected from inter-tidal flat using PVC pipe pushed into the sediment. Collected surface sediment samples were put into polythene bags and sediment core sample in the PVC pipeline with PVC caps. All samples were immediately stored at 4 °C in icebox and brought to the laboratory for pretreatment and further analysis.

Analytical methods {#Sec5}
------------------

The core was split and sediment was sliced with at 1 cm interval after studying sedimentary structure description in the laboratory. The surface and core sediments were analyzed for grain-size, total organic carbon (TOC) and heavy metals. The core sediments were also analyzed for radioisotope of ^210^Pb to dating the sedimentation year.

Grain-size analyses were performed with a Mastersize 2000 laser particle size analyzer (Malvern, UK). The mean grain-size (Mz), sorting coefficient (σ), skewness (Sk~1~) and kurtosis (K~G~) were calculated using graphic method (Folk and Ward [@CR17]). The sediment type was classified using the ternary textural diagram of Shepard ([@CR39]). TOC was analyzed with an *Elementar Vario EL*-*III* element analyzer (made in Germany) following the method described by Ye et al. ([@CR46]). Replicate analyses of acetanilide as standard yielded a mean precision of about 0.3% for organic carbon. Heavy metal concentrations were measured using an OPTIMA 7300DV ICP-AES following Xu et al. ([@CR45]). The relative standard deviation for each element was less than 5%, and the precision of duplicate samples was \<10% (RSD).

The ^210^Pb radioactivity at different depths of sediment core was detected by α spectrometer. After addition of the ^209^Po yield tracer, 5 g of dried sediment sample was digested by nitric acid and hydrochloric acid. Subsequently, the sample was leached with 1 N hydrochloric acid, and pH of the clear solution was adjusted to two using ammonia. After heating and stirring, ^209^Po and ^210^Po were allowed to deposit onto the silver slides that were rinsed with pure water and ethanol, and then dried under an infrared lamp for the measurement. The sedimentation rate for sediment core was estimated after subtracting background value as recommended by Li et al. ([@CR29]).

Assessment of heavy metals in sediment {#Sec6}
--------------------------------------

Contamination factor (*CF*) and pollution load index (*PLI*) have been extensively used to assess heavy metal contamination in sediment in recent years (Islam et al. [@CR23], [@CR24], [@CR25]; Ali et al. [@CR5]). The contamination factor (*CF*) of metals was estimated using Eq. ([1](#Equ1){ref-type=""}) as below:$$\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$CF_{\text{metal}} = C_{\text{metal}} /C_{\text{background}}$$\end{document}$$where *C* ~metal~ is the heavy metal concentration in sediment and *C* ~background~ is the background value of that heavy metal. Therefore, the choice of background value of heavy metal plays significant role in assessment of heavy metal contamination. In this paper, we selected the background value of each heavy metal as recommended by Banu ([@CR7]). The *CF* was classified into four grades for assessing the pollution of one single metal over a period of time: low degree (*CF* \< 1), moderate degree (1 ≤ *CF* \< 3), considerable degree (3 ≤ *CF* \< 6), and very high degree (*CF* ≥ 6) of pollution. The pollution load index (*PLI*) was estimated using Eq. ([2](#Equ2){ref-type=""}) as below:$$\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$PLI = \, (CF_{1} \times CF_{2} \times \cdots \times CF_{n} )^{1/n}$$\end{document}$$where, *CF* ~*n*~ is the contamination factor of *n*th metal. When *PLI* \< 1, indicates there is no pollution; and *PLI* \> 1 means the sediment is polluted (Islam et al. [@CR25]; Ali et al. [@CR5]).

Results and discussion {#Sec7}
======================

Surface sediment properties {#Sec8}
---------------------------

The results of surface sediment properties are summarized in Table [1](#Tab1){ref-type="table"}. The silt and clay contents of surface sediment increased from upstream to the river mouth, while sand content showed a decreasing trend. The average percentages of silt, clay and sand in the sediment were 65.14, 12.18, and 22.69%, respectively. Typically sediment particles can be classified into two main types: sandy silt (ST) and silt (T). The mean grain size (Mz) of surface sediment varied from 17.02 to 35.70 μm. However, Mz decreased correspondingly from upstream to the river mouth (Table [1](#Tab1){ref-type="table"}). The sorting coefficient (σ) ranged from 1.76 to 2.28, signifying that surface sediment in the estuary was poorly sorted. The skewness (Sk~1~) of surface sediment at different points ranged from −0.08 to 0.35, and in most cases positively skewed. The kurtosis (K~G~) of surface sediment ranged 0.95--1.14, indicating a mesokurtic distribution. Total organic carbon (TOC) content in sediments varied from 0.43 to 0.71%, showing a decrease from upstream to the river mouth (Table [1](#Tab1){ref-type="table"}).Table 1Surface sediment composition, grain-size parameters and total organic carbon contentSiteLongitudeLatitudeSand/%Silt/%Clay/%TypeMz/μmσSk~1~K~G~TOC/%S191°48′38″E22°16′32″N29.7859.4410.78ST35.701.890.350.950.69S291°50′10″E22°15′19″N30.3358.8010.87ST34.711.930.310.960.58S391°50′00″E22°14′47″N11.9173.9414.15T17.021.830.111.140.43S491°49′28″E22°14′09″N17.9770.7411.29T27.021.760.311.020.71S591°48′35″E22°13′25″N23.4562.7413.81ST18.512.28−0.081.050.46

Depth-distribution of sediment properties and dating {#Sec9}
----------------------------------------------------

Sediment along the vertical profile was composed of dark grey mud with no obvious laminated structure. The major component of sediment in the core was silt (71.14%) followed by sand (15.12%) and clay (13.74%). The sediment particles can be classified into three types: sandy silt (ST), silt (T) and clayey silt (YT). The mean grain-size was comparatively small (up to 15 μm) close to the surface, but found to increase (up to 35 μm) between 8 and 20 cm, and then decreased again at the bottom part. The sorting coefficient and skewness also showed the same variations along the profile. The vertical variation of sediment grain-size parameters suggested that the sampling station, in particular below 20 cm, is characterized by a stable sedimentary environment like the evolution of typical inter-tidal flat environment (Ren et al. [@CR36]; Bartholdy and Madsen [@CR8]). TOC contents along the profile were 0.24--0.82% with a mean value of 0.48%, and the depth-variation was not obvious except for the layer between 8 and 20 cm where levels of TOC decreased gradually (Fig. [2](#Fig2){ref-type="fig"}).Fig. 2Depth-distribution of core sediment composition, grain-size parameters, TOC content and ^210^Pb radioactivity in the Karnaphuli River estuary, Bangladesh

The radioactivity of ^210^Pb demonstrated a complicated variation along the profile. Based on the above mentioned facts, the variations of all core sediment properties showed an abnormal sediment layer: 8--20 cm below the surface. In this layer, the intensity of ^210^Pb radioactivity decreased upward, indicating that this sedimentary layer was inverted (Fig. [2](#Fig2){ref-type="fig"}). This inverted sedimentary structure may be induced by catastrophic events. Between 2007 and 2008, the city of Chittagong experienced cyclone "Akash", heavy rainfall (the most pronounced rainfall event since 1982) and landslides in many locations, within 1--4 km of the KR (Lara et al. [@CR28]; Khan et al. [@CR26]). Thus huge terrestrial materials were washed into the river that potentially led to obvious environmental variations in the estuary (Lara et al. [@CR28]). If we hypothesize that the sediment between 8 and 20 cm below the surface was deposited between 2007 and 2008 because of natural catastrophic events, the mean sedimentation rate since 2008 was 1.14 cm/a. Below 20 cm, the intense radioactivity decayed downward. Then the mean sedimentation rate was 1.02 cm/a using the method recommended by Li et al. ([@CR29]).

Heavy metal concentrations in sediment {#Sec10}
--------------------------------------

Heavy metal concentrations in surface sediments of KR estuary are presented in Table [2](#Tab2){ref-type="table"}. Metal contents (dry weight) ranged over following intervals: Al: 4.67--5.92%, Cr: 77.70--99.08 mg/kg, Cu: 20.34--33.06 mg/kg, Ni: 34.10--41.27 mg/kg, Pb: 23.66--25.05 mg/kg, Zn: 59.69--74.32 mg/kg. Their mean concentrations were 5.45%, 87.42, 25.92, 38.26, 24.20 and 65.53 mg/kg, respectively. When compared with background value of these metals in KR (Banu [@CR7]), concentrations of Cr and Pb exceeded the background value in estuary area, and concentrations of other three metals were less than that of background value. This data suggest that the surface sediment of KR estuary is contaminated with Cr and Pb.Table 2Concentrations of Al and other heavy metal in surface and core sedimentSiteLayer (cm)Al (%)Cr (mg/kg)Cu (mg/kg)Ni (mg/kg)Pb (mg/kg)Zn (mg/kg)S10--54.6777.7020.3435.0124.2659.69S20--54.8578.3920.5434.1024.3561.37S30--55.8699.0832.2641.2723.6674.32S40--55.9291.3823.3839.8223.7066.36S50--55.9290.5433.0641.1025.0565.89C10--12.80102.3025.4442.1524.9870.182--34.47102.7034.8648.0325.4477.974--54.27100.9034.2448.0525.3877.286--73.9379.9517.8233.6723.0850.758--94.5179.6918.7032.4623.1550.9310--114.9292.1926.2440.8925.5466.5212--134.9597.2232.2843.9626.6173.5614--154.42104.6034.4347.1725.6382.1016--175.3183.6923.9238.2623.5164.2318--196.26119.7058.1756.2027.46116.3020--215.68119.3045.9355.8228.38101.4022--235.34111.8042.0451.9327.1788.7324--254.7599.6231.8842.8425.0570.5426--274.7888.2725.7638.2225.4767.7228--294.7891.8528.8339.7824.9169.2730--314.1488.6026.7738.7824.4264.0232--334.1690.4826.7238.6925.2266.0734--354.9787.2127.0438.4324.0966.3236--374.7689.5327.0739.4124.9071.9138--394.2690.2730.0939.0325.9664.8140--415.82101.6035.9743.7526.2577.9742--436.45105.3036.3947.0824.6887.96Background value^a^77.2033.0056.1022.8095.00^a^Data from Banu ([@CR7])

The concentration profiles of Al, Cr, Cu, Ni, Pb and Zn in sediment core are displayed in Fig. [3](#Fig3){ref-type="fig"}. Al content ranged from 2.80 to 6.45% with a mean value of 4.81% along the profile, but the temporal evolution of other heavy metals indicates complex variability. The concentrations of Cr, Cu, Ni, Pb and Zn ranged from 79.69 to 119.70, 17.82 to 58.17, 32.46 to 56.20, 23.08 to 28.38, and 50.75 to 117.30 mg/kg, respectively. The mean value of these metals were 96.67, 31.39, 42.94, 25.33 and 73.93 mg/kg (n = 22), respectively. The down-core profiles of these metals were characterized by similar variations identical to Al. As shown in Fig. [3](#Fig3){ref-type="fig"}, all heavy metals considered in this study decreased from 1983 to 1988, and sustained a stable variations from 1988 to 2000, and then increased sharply from 2000 to 2007. However, heavy metal concentrations decreased again from 2007 to 2008, and then increased rapidly since 2008. In comparison with background value (Banu [@CR7]), contamination level of heavy metals was similar to those determined in surface sediments, e.g., sediments along the core were contaminated with Cr and Pb in recent 30 years, and only with Cu and Zn in around 2007. However, contamination with Ni was not noted.Fig. 3Depth-distribution of Al and other heavy metal concentrations in core sediment in Karnaphuli River estuary, Bangladesh

The correlation matrix for analyzed sediment parameters was calculated to examine any interrelation among the parameters and the results were presented in Tables [3](#Tab3){ref-type="table"} and [4](#Tab4){ref-type="table"}. The elements in surface sediments showed significant positive correlation among them except for Pb suggesting those metals were from similar sources. On the other hand, similar kind of results was also obtained for metals in core sediments where Pb showed no significant correlation with other metals.Table 3Correlation matrix showing the relationship between the trace metal and surface sediment properties (number: 5, threshold value of relation coefficient at a 95% confidence level: 0.878)MzTOCAlCrCuNiPbZnMz1.000TOC0.7721.000Al−0.887−0.4431.000Cr−0.924−0.5680.9141.000Cu−0.974−0.8540.7820.8191.000Ni−0.950−0.5360.9630.9430.8771.000Pb0.008−0.272−0.134−0.3620.192−0.1001.000Zn−0.872−0.6500.7840.9620.7780.830−0.4511.000 Table 4Correlation matrix showing the relationship between the trace metal and core sediment properties (number: 21, threshold value of relation coefficient at a 95% confidence level: 0.503)MzTOCAlCrCuNiPbZnMz1.000TOC−0.7011.000Al−0.5520.3131.000Cr−0.7420.6370.6171.000Cu−0.7090.6670.6610.9571.000Ni−0.7690.6470.5850.9830.9471.000Pb−0.5420.5310.4510.8540.8350.8321.000Zn−0.7560.6630.7140.9530.9780.9510.8061.000

Assessment of heavy metal pollution during the last 30 years {#Sec11}
------------------------------------------------------------

The calculated *CF* and *PLI* values of heavy metals in sediments were presented in Fig. [4](#Fig4){ref-type="fig"} and Table [5](#Tab5){ref-type="table"}. Before 2000, *CF* and *PLI* values of heavy metals in sediments varied uniformly, and since then increased rapid until to 2007 when *CF* and *PLI* reached highest value. However, from 2007 to 2008, *CF* and *PLI* values of heavy metals decreased rapidly which may be induced by a series of catastrophic events discussed in the next section. From 2008, *CF* and *PLI* values of heavy metals increased again. The degree of contamination with different heavy metals as indicated by *CF* was: Cr \> Pb \> Cu \> Zn \> Ni (high to low). There was no Ni contamination in sediment in the last 30 years. There was moderate degree of contamination with Cr and Pb in the last 30 years, whereas, moderate degree of contamination with Cu and Zn around 2007. The *PLI* values ranged from 0.71 to 1.32 indicating that the sediment was contaminated in some time stages, and the high *PLI* values occurred during 2004--2007 period.Fig. 4Contamination factor (*CF*) and pollution load index (*PLI*) value of heavy metals in the last 30 years in Karnaphuli River estuary, Bangladesh. (*Dot line of the vertical axis* indicates the baseline level of pollutants) Table 5Contamination factor (*CF*) and Pollution load index (*PLI*) value of heavy metals in surface and core sedimentsSiteLayer (cm)*CF* ~Cr~*CF* ~Cu~*CF* ~Ni~*CF* ~Pb~*CF* ~Zn~*PLI*S10--51.010.620.621.060.630.76S20--51.020.620.611.070.650.77S30--51.280.980.741.040.780.94S40--51.180.710.711.040.700.85S50--51.171.000.731.100.690.92C10--11.330.770.751.100.740.912--31.331.060.861.120.821.024--51.311.040.861.110.811.016--71.040.540.601.010.530.718--91.030.570.581.020.540.7110--111.190.800.731.120.700.8812--131.260.980.781.170.770.9714--151.351.040.841.120.861.0316--171.080.720.681.030.680.8218--191.551.761.001.201.221.3220--211.551.391.001.241.071.2322--231.451.270.931.190.931.1424--251.290.970.761.100.740.9526--271.140.780.681.120.710.8628--291.190.870.711.090.730.9030--311.150.810.691.070.670.8632--331.170.810.691.110.700.8734--351.130.820.691.060.700.8636--371.160.820.701.090.760.8938--391.170.910.701.140.680.9040--411.321.090.781.150.821.0142--43 1.361.100.841.080.931.05

Influence of human activities and catastrophic events on heavy metal accumulation {#Sec12}
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------

KR estuary is located in the city of Chittagong which is experiencing rapid and frequent economic development activities (Mia et al. [@CR32]), and human activities reported to collide with nature that eventually affecting the estuarine environment and ecosystems.

Since early 1980s, Chittagong experienced a rapid urbanization (Fig. [5](#Fig5){ref-type="fig"}). The urban population by residence in Chittagong increased from 0.42 million in 1974 to 3.15 million in 2011, and the urban population density by residence increased from 1413 Person/km^2^ in 1981 to 6992 Person/km^2^ in 2011 (Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics [@CR6]), while the urban area/built-up (including commercial, residential, industrial, and other infrastructure) increased from 1309.68 hm^2^ in 1977 to 9401.85 hm^2^ in 2013 (Hassan and Nazem [@CR18]). As the city expanded, the industries (such as spinning mills, dying, cotton, textile, steel mills, oil refineries, leather, paints, fertilizer, and others) were constructed along the river correspondingly, and these industries discharged huge amount of untreated effluents to KR which induce high concentration of heavy metals in the water and sediments, especially for Pb (Majid et al. [@CR31]; Ali et al. [@CR5]). Previous studies displayed that the concentrations of heavy metals in surface water of KR demonstrated little indication of metal pollution in 1997--1998 that did not reach alarming levels (Das et al. [@CR12]; Majid et al. [@CR31]), and the metal contamination continued slowly to 2011--2012 (Dey et al. [@CR15]); however, since 2011, the water quality of KR has decreased considerably, mainly due to elevated levels of heavy metals that rendered the waters from this river unsuitable for direct drinking and/or cooking in 2015 (Ali et al. [@CR5]).Fig. 5Population, population density by residence and urban area/built-up in Chittagong in the last 30 years

In many cases, anthropogenic inputs exceed natural background levels from weathering of rock materials described earlier. Moreover, large variations in the concentrations of metals in estuarine sediments may arise due to poorly sorted mixtures of sand, silt and clay. Thus, there needs to be a way to separate background levels from anthropogenic inputs and to account for the natural variability of sediment composition. One preferred method is to normalize trace element concentrations to a carrier phase (Summers et al. [@CR40]). In the case of elemental ratios, Al (Aluminum) is often chosen as a normalization element because of high natural abundance in crustal rocks, while its concentration in anthropogenic sources is generally low. Therefore, the ratio of 'metal:Al' has effectively been used as an indicator of pollution sources in river and coastal systems (Windom et al. [@CR43]; Summers et al. [@CR40]). Down-core profiles of normalized heavy metal concentrations have also been effectively used to examine historical profiles of contaminant inputs to estuaries (Alexander et al. [@CR4]). There is a statistically good relationship between Al content and mean grain-size of core sediment sample at a 95% confidence level (Fig. [6](#Fig6){ref-type="fig"}), suggesting that variations of Al content was related to sediment properties and could be considered as the lithogenic effects. The depth-distribution of heavy metals was derived after normalization by Al (Fig. [7](#Fig7){ref-type="fig"}), which was very different compared to Fig. [3](#Fig3){ref-type="fig"}.Fig. 6Relationship between mean grain-size and Al content in core sediment Fig. 7Depth-distribution of the ratios of heavy metals and Al in core sediment

After normalization, variations of 'metal:Al' ratio indicate variability of anthropogenic heavy metal inputs. According to Fig. [7](#Fig7){ref-type="fig"}, the anthropogenic inputs of heavy metals increased from 1984 to 1988, and decreased from 1988 to 1992, and then inputs remained relatively input until 2000. Since then, the anthropogenic contributions of heavy metals were not synchronous. Specifically, Cu and Zn increased rapidly, and Ni showed a slight increase, although Cr and Pb were stable from 2000 to 2007. Between 2007 and 2008, due to natural catastrophic events in Chittagong (Lara et al. [@CR28]; Khan et al. [@CR26]), a huge amount of terrestrial sediments induced by landslides were brought into KR river by floodwater (Lara et al. [@CR28]). Eventually those sediments with low metal content were transported to estuary and accumulated in the strata that resulted in reduced inputs of Cu, Ni and Zn, although Pb content was increasing at that stage. Pb is expected to add to soils because of not only effluents from paint industries during industrialization (Majid et al. [@CR31]), but also emission from vehicle and living during urbanization (Kibria et al. [@CR27]), because there is no waste water treatment plant exists for the urban water waters until now in Chittagong, and few industries do have waste water treatment plant for their industrial waster waters to be cleaned. During heavy rainfall, Pb contaminated soils are flushed into the river and through this process anthropogenic input of Pb enhanced in estuarine sediments. Since 2008, the inputs of all heavy metals from anthropogenic sources increased rapidly that caused a certain contamination of some heavy metals (Ali et al. [@CR5]).

Therefore, the level of heavy metal accumulation, after normalization by Al, in sediments of KR estuary indicated an influence of urbanization and industrialization in recent 30 years as well as the influence of catastrophic events on estuarine environment.

Conclusions {#Sec13}
===========

The pollution of aquatic ecosystems by heavy metals is emerging as a serious issue in Bangladesh. Using the ^210^Pb dating method, this study determined heavy metal accumulation recorded in a single sediment core (C1) collected from KR estuary, Chittagong. The contamination levels of Cr and Pb in surface sediment were higher than their background values, indicating that sediments of KR estuary have been polluted with Cr and Pb. Excluding the influence of natural catastrophic events, KR estuary enjoys the fairly stable sedimentary environment with constant sedimentation rate of about 1 cm/a. Since 2000, the anthropogenic metal inputs to sediments enhanced due to increase urbanization and industrialization. Catastrophic events (such as landslides, cyclones, heavy rainfall, etc.), between 2007 and 2008, also led to changes in source materials and depositional environment of estuary, and thus altered metal accumulation in sediments. In general, heavy metal enrichment in KR estuary is likely to be associated with accelerated urban and industrial growth in recent 30 years, including catastrophic events in the area.

KR

:   Karnaphyli River

*CF*

:   contamination factor

*PLI*

:   pollution load index

TOC

:   total organic carbon

AJW, AK and KLC designed the research; AJW, AK, SR and KLC conducted the field research; AK collected some basic information about the study area; YHX and XY analyzed the data; AJW wrote the manuscript, AK improved the English language writing. All authors read and approved the final manuscript.

Acknowledgements {#FPar1}
================

This research work was supported by Marine International Cooperation and Performance (Sino-Bangladesh Marine Cooperation & Exchange), Natural Science Foundation of China (Contract No.: 41376070) and National Program on Global Change and Air-Sea Interaction (GASI-03-04-01-03, GASI-GEOGE-03). The authors wish to express their sincere thanks to S. M. Sharifuzzaman (research fellow in Institute of Marine Sciences and Fisheries, University of Chittagong) for his attribution on language improvement. We thank Feng-gui Chen, Hai-ping Huang, Jian-wei Wu for their assistance in field work, and Le-zhao Zhang, Liang Wang, Shu-ren Huang for their assistance in sample analysis.

Competing interests {#FPar2}
===================

The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Availability of data and materials {#FPar3}
==================================

All data discussed in this manuscript was displayed in the manuscript as tables.

Funding {#FPar4}
=======

\(1\) Marine International Cooperation and Performance (Sino-Bangladesh Marine Cooperation & Exchange). (2) Natural Science Foundation of China (Contract No.: 41376070). (3) National Program on Global Change and Air--Sea Interaction (GASI-03-04-01-03, GASI-GEOGE-03).
